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WE WORKED WITH A LABOR UNION 





An Experiment in Library-Labor Service by the Lynn, Mass. Public Library 





by Dorothy C. Flynn, Assistant Chief Librarian 


Library service to "Local 201", once a dream and later a reality, has been 
mporarily suspended by the Lynn Public Library awaiting the outcome of a long 
lruggle between two opposing factions for control of the union, During this 
priod of waiting, we have been able to look back on our service, re-evaluate it, 
id plan for the future. It is hoped that our experiences will aid other libraries 
‘amning to institute a similar service, 


Iynn is a coastal manufacturing city located ten miles northeast of Boston 
ind has a population of 90,000 to 100,000, It is not a "one industry town" but a 
tery large vercentage of the population is employed by the General Electric Company. 
fonsequently, Local 201, United Electric, Radio, and Machine Workers of America is 
tne of the largest locals and it was with this group whose headquarters seemed 
suited to library service that the library began its experiment, 


While the Lynn Library with its four branches and five deposit stations 
[pives fairly adequate service to Lynn residents, it was felt that what was needed 
was a constant, directed stimulation of the worker to interest him in finding out 
{for himself the pros and cons of various problems == in short, to keep abreast of 
the times by leisure-time reading; and the way to accomplish this aim seemed to be 
' through the union, 


j 
' The first step in this Library-Labor program was for the librarian to sell 

’ library service to the leaders, for it is only through their whole-hearted coopera- 
tion that a satisfactory, worthwhile library-labor relationship can be carried on, 

| Unfortunately, one often finds that labor leaders have had the ingrained idea for 

| many years that libraries are not for the working-man, This may go back to the 
days of the Carnegie grants when labor was so reluctant to have these gifts accepted 
or may be due to the fact that many libraries were established or endowed by wealthy 
manufacturers, Leaders must be convinced that the public library is "public" and 
thet it is for every member of the community. 


This feeling alone is not the only factor which causes librarians to revort 
a luke-warm attitude toward library service, In lynn, for example, the union is 
Often concerned with many vital projects such as increased wages, worker benefits, 
etc. and also with internal difficulties and politics, The result is that many 
leaders are temporarily too busy to be convinced that books can play an important 








.. 
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part in the lives of their members, Much of the attitude too depends upon the in- 
terest of the Education Committee Chairman, If he is totally uninterested in books 
and is chairman in name only, it is most difficult to put over a definite library 
progran. However, librarians should continue contacts for leaders! outlooks change 
i from tine to time — and so do Education Committee Chairmen, 


It was almost two years after our initial contact which was made by the Chief 
Librarien and the Readers! Adviser before any definite policy was established. In 
our case, the sudden burst of enthusiasm for library service was occasioned by the 
Education Committee Chairman discovering what wonderful services were made available 
to labor by the Boston Public Library, It is our conclusion that if leaders of 
large unions in cities where successful library-labor programs are carried out were 
to describe these services and their benefits to smaller locals in surrounding towns, 
the librarian would have an easier time to sell the library's services, 


Once the initial contact was secured, it was an easy matter to place reading 

f lists, posters, and displays at the union headquarters. Lists of new technical books 
, and books on labor available at the public library were published periodically in 

» the union newspaper, The librarian was also granted permission to speak before a 

' shop stewards meeting and describe various library services, The results of this 
talk are evident in that the leaders are still coming to the library for information 
} after scveral years, 


A deposit of books was placed at the union headquarters and, while records 
showed some circulation, we were surprised to learn that the majority of the union 
' members never came into the building. It was mainly a business office and a gather- 
, ing place for shop stewards and leaders on meeting nights. When we discovered that 
we were reaching only a small percentage of the union, the deposit service was dis- 
“continued. Furthermore, the need for close supervision of the books and the inabili- 
ty of the library or office personnel to supervise the collection made the books 
' inaccessible except for certain times during the week, 


The main obstacle in our experience and possibly in the experience of other 
' libraries in carrying on a satisfactory service for labor is lack of money. 


First of all, we found it difficult working as we do on a limited book budget 
to purchase enough books and material to meet the needs of a large union membership. 
It also meant that in dealing with current problems the latest and best material was 
not available in quantity. When a library can afford to buy only one or two copies 
of an important, current book, it is easily understandable why the librarian cannot 
take it away from the central library and its public to fill the needs of a few who 
might visit the union headquarters, Even displays at the central library directed 
at the workers were quickly depleted due to lack of material. 


Lack of money also raised other difficulties. Proper distribution of books 
can be done only by trained librarians and we could not spare a staff member for 
union work, Consequently in our plans for the future, we have given these two points 
much consideration. It has been suggested that a bookmobile be purchased to aid the 
library in covering the newly constructed areas. If such a purchase is made, the 
bookmobile will become an important cog in our new labor service, By stationing the 
, bookmobile at large factories during lunch and after work hours, we hope to reach 
| the large majority of workers we did not contact at union headquarters, A profes- 
| sional librarian on duty would make it possible for the workers to get the best 
‘possible library service and the new books could be circulated directly to the 
/workers and would not be tied up indefinitcly at the headquartcrs, It would also 
'climinate the difficulty of finding anyone willing to assume the responsibility for 
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--o collections of books and the other difficulty often encountered in finding 

.o for them in headquarters buildings or in factory buildings, The novelty of 

. j0kmobile would also arouse the initial interest of the workers and the all- 

.ptant task of getting the reader to the library would be accomplished easily. 
., fact, we feel that a bookmobile would be the answer to our many problems, 


That is our plan for the future, Until it is an accomplished fact, we will 
sntinue with out contacts with the leaders, our newspaper publicity and our 
«splays, And we do hope, when the union's difficulties are settled, to talk with 
+ leaders on the proposed plan for the future and that we will receive their 

“yal support in carrying out our aims, 


THE LABOR GREAT BOOKS PROGRAM OF THE UAW-AFL 





Francis A, Henson 
Educational and Political Action Director 


During the Summer Institute of the International Union, United Automobile 
rkers of America, AFL, held at the School for Workers of the University of 
cconsin in July 1949, a number of members, who were students, expressed consider- 

sie interest in reading novels and books of general interest to labor, They re- 
‘“rred to books dealing with subjects other than technical matters directly con- 
‘ected with the automotive industry or the auto union or the labor movement in 
wneral, Out of this desire for periodic recommendations of books grew the Labor 
eat Books Program of the UAW-AFL, 


It was called the "great books" program because of the popularization of 

ide title by the University of Chicago program of the same name and also because 

‘ program attempts to recommend what are essentially "great" books, in any general 
“finition of them. Sometimes a novel, such as the book, "A Passage to India" by 

. Morgan Forster, will give clearer insight into the problems of Anglo~Indian 
mlationships before India achieved its freedom, than dozens of serious political 
‘reatises on the subject. In the same way, "198" by George Orwell helps the 
" der to understand the meaning of totalitarianism in a way that many lectures, 
“3Cussion groups and textbooks would not, 


. Usually, I write the reviews of the books myself; sometimes I secure per- 
“s5i0n to reepublish an outstanding review which I think deserves to be called to 
‘e attention of LGBP readers. Always, the consideration is to recommend the book 
* vital one for the leaders of our own ion, In my ovm reviews (sometimes 
‘tical of the line of the author) I seek/'to bring into the review some of my ovm 
‘riences and viewpoint. For example, in reviewing "Killers of the Dream", I 
‘72% out the fact that I, like Lillian Smith, lived in the South and attended 
‘efe there, I mentioned an experience with Dr. George Washington Carver which 
“‘“red my whole attitude towards Negroes; he and I became close friends and carried 
regular correspondence. The purpose of all of the reviews is to recommend 
“S Which will stimulate the thinking of the readers and help to provide a more 
“oD ipent general liberal education for a limited number of our leading members. 





Sy 


In the beginning, the LGBP releases were sent only to the few student-members 

E of the UAi-AFL who requested these periodic recommendations. Gradually, the service 
A a3 publicized by word of mouth and through write-ups in the labor and general press, 

wd requests started pouring in to be included on the mailing list for the two and 

syree page releases, Now it is mailed to approximately 300 people across the 

-ountry. Although it started as a fortnightly service, it was found that an insuf- 

ficient number of books were available to recommend every two weeks, It is now sent 

mt occasionally, but at least every two months and usually once a month, 


Not only members receive it. It became clear that specialists in workers! 

- education in other unions, labor leaders and dozens of political leaders wanted to 
receive the service, We were glad to put them on the mailing list, and will welcome 
other requests for the service. 


t It should be emphasized that this service is not automatic even for members 
of our own Executive Board; they, as well as presidents of our local unions, must 
request this service and ask to remain on the mailing list when we make our semi-~ 

annual survey, which we plan for the future. 


It may be of interest to note that most of our UAW-AFL readers are chairmen 
of Educational or Political Action Committees of local unions; a smaller number of 
them are local union presidents, Most of them have completed high school or have 
studied a year or two in college; very few have college degrees. 


Because of the unique nature of the service, many directors of workers! 
education have questioned its effectiveness; some said it was too "high hat" for 
the labor movement. With this criticism in mind and since we ourselves wanted to 
make a study of its value, both as an educational technique and as a public relations 
venture, we sent out post cards with one of the latest releases containing the 
following questions: 





1, What do you think are the chief values to you of this service? 

2. Had you read most of the books listed? 

3. If not, did you buy any of the books recommended? Or borrow 
from Library? 

4, Did they help you in your work? 

5. Keep my name on the mailing list, 


Eighty-three cards have been returned to date; only one asked that his name 
be taken off the mailing list. About half of those who answered, said they had not 
read most of the books listed and 1h of these declared that they bought and read 
then on the basis of the recommendation; 26 borrowed the books from the library, 


The great majority declared that the books had helped them in their work, 
Most significant were some of the comments, and all but a few made comments, Numerous 
replies stated in different ways what was expressed best by a director of workers! 
tducation who replied "calls attention to books usually overlooked." Another pro~ 
fessional workers! educator gives us his opinion, "A good review with insights not 
found in press reviews." 


Three workers wrote respectively, "Keeping in touch with literature designed 
‘oO keep the liberal mind thinking and learning", "Guide to evaluation of books sum- 
“arized", and, "I get honest analysis of books dealing with subjects to my interest 
énd am directed to books on these subjects." 


A union officer said: "A valuable review and condensation of books which I 
can't do for myself because of lack of time and the books." 











A University professor considers it "An excellent idea, Our faculty use 
this frequently." And a political leader declared, "It has illustrated the in ~- 
‘reasingly liberal as opposed to strict "labor" viewpoint that unions, like yours, 
advances," 

This service has proved to have public relations value as well as to be 
instrictive to our more intellectual local union leaders and friends, It has been 
‘sritten up in a number of newspapers and magazines and has received such editorial 


‘comment as the following from the October h, 1949 issue of the Des Moines Register 
jand Tribune: 


Yow one branch of the united Automobile Workers has a "Great 
Books" program, 





"Great Books" in the academic world means the Hutchins-Barr 
idea that college students should read the great classics of 
literature and science whole, instead of mere textbook sentences 
or paragraphs about them, from Plato to Einstein, 








"In the UAN-AFL, it is somewhat different. Instead of a 
college course, it's a monthly bulletin. Instead of timeless 
classics, the emphasis is on great current books; such books as 
Arthur M, Schlesinger Jr.'s, 'The Vital Center' and George Orwell's 
satire, '!198)!, 





'tFrancis A, Henson, UAW-AFL educational and political action 
director, puts it out, 


"Labor unions have always been interested in education, and 
played a part a century ago in establishing free public education 
as a foundation of our democracy, 

» 

"But to have a labor union political action man writing book 
reviews on high-brow books like this, is something relatively 
new ~ and highly characteristic of the newer generation of labor 
leaders," 


Among the books that have been recommended are: 


198)"', a novel by George Orwell. 

"A Passage to India", a novel by E, Morgan Forster. 

"Strategy for Liberals: The Politics of the Mixed Economy" by Irwin Ross, 

"The Vital Center" by Arthur li, Schlesinger, Jr. 

"Teft, Right and Center" by Sidney Lens. 

"Killers of the Dream" by Lillian Smith. 

"Education for Maturity" an essay on adult group study, by John Walker 
Powell, 

"The God that Failed" Harpers. 

"Seeds of Treason" by Ralph de Toledano and Victor Lasky. 

"Treason" by Nathaniel Weyl. 





To show the variety of books recofMended, we expect to recommend "Lust for 
Life", by Irving Stone for our next LGBP release. This book is a novelized biography 
of Van Gogh, the painter, 











por. DAY EXHIBITS 
— 





Since this is the last issue of the NEWSLETTER to be published before the 
ll we want to call your attention again to the desirability of having a labor 
wpibit in the library in connection with Labor Day. 


Last year we published an account of the Chicago Public Library's celebration 
if Labor Month (NEWSLETTER, June 1949, p.5) and of the Worcester Free Public Library's 
bor Book Fair (NEWSLETTER, Nov.—Dec., 1949, p.3) 


Today we want to describe a few exhibit ideas which the Newark Public Library 
ras uSed during the past few years. 


Since 196 the Newark Library has displayed a labor exhibit in the vestibule 
of the Main Library during the month of September, In some years these exhibits 
rere used for a publicity story in one of the local newspapers, The following themes 
rere used: 


"LABOR YESTERDAY ~ TODAY — TOMORROY" showed the progress of organized labor 
in pictorial form: YESTERDAY was illustrated by sweatshops and child labor, TODAY 
by a group of workers holding up slogans, such as "Collective Bargaining", Old-Age 
Issistance", "Unemployment Insurance" and TOMORROW by "Preparation of members for 
active citizenship" and "Unity of labor", 


‘WORKERS EDUCATION IN AMERICA" was based on material sent out by the National 
Committee for the Extension of Labor Education (with their permission), It illus- 
trated the various phases of workers! education, such as labor institutes, film 
services, exhibits, labor library services, 


"LABOR IN PRINT" advertised the Newark Library's own publication by that name. 


"LIBRARY SERVICES TO WORKERS AND LABOR GROUPS" illustrated the Newark Library's 
service to Trade Unions, e.g. the Labor in America Collection, telephone reference 
service, the Workers! Library, and Library speakers and materials at union meetings. 


This year the Library will have an exhibit on "Labor and the Community". 


It should be made clear that in most cases the background panel of these 
exhibits is also used on one or more occasions to form the background for a library 
exhibit at a labor conference or convention. In this way the time of the exhibit 
artist is used most economically, 


It goes without saying that the theme of these Labor Day exhibits is always 
illustrated by appropriate book, pamphlet and periodical material, 


Since this is the Sam Gompers Centennial year a labor exhibit in the Library 
will be particularly appropriate. 


Please send us reports of your Labor Day exhibit for publication in one of 


he Fall Newsletters, 
D.B. 


ON MEETING OF JOINT COMMITTEE 





The Joint Committee on Library Service to Labor Groups held a mecting in New 
York on April 13. The following members were present: Dorothy Bendix, John Connors, 
_ ida Goshiin, George T. Guernsey and Anthony Luchek, 
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After a short report and evaluation of its activities during the past year 


bye Committee discussed its future program, 


| Plans were made for two meetings at the Cleveland Conference, and the Com- 
jttee hoped that it would be possible to have an exhibit of workers! education 
gaterials in a special booth, 


The future of the LIBRARY SERVICE TO LABOR NEWSLETTER was discussed, par-~ 
ticularly the financial aspects in view of the expanding mailing list, without a 
final decision being reached. 








It was decided to write a letter to selected university workers education 
projects and all library schools and state library extension agencies not now on 
the NEWSLETTER mailing list acquainting them with the Committee's activities. A 
copy Of the NEWSLETTER was to be included and the suggesticn made to put the 
recipient on the mailing list, 


The Committee also discussed publication of an annotated and graded book 
list of selected material useful in workers! education and of a manual on library 
service to labor groups. Both of these publications were considered desirable and 
efforts will be made to get them under way. 


CLEVELAND CONFSRENCE MEETINGS 








The dates for the two meetings sponsored by the Joint Committee and mentioned 
‘in the last issue of the NEWSLETTER have now been set as follows: 


Wednesday, July 19, 10 A.M. 





An informal discussion of cases and problems encountered 
in work with labor groups, 


Friday, July 21, 10 A.M, 





"Labor Looks at the Library", a panel discussion, 
Participants: Labor representatives from a variety of unions. 


The Joint Committee will also have an exhibit booth with workers! education 
materials, 


If you are planning to attend the Wednesday meeting please go back to the 
March-April issue of the Newsletter and return the form enclosed on page 7 of that 
issue with the questions you would like to see discussed at the meeting. 


The order of the two meetings had to be reversed due to conflicts with other 
mectings, 
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